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Executive Summary

This paper investigates the relationship between 
parenthood and subjective well-being, focusing 
on cross-country spatial heterogeneity. Using a 
large sample of individuals from more than 100 
countries, we find that life satisfaction is higher, 
ceteris paribus, among those without children. 
The negative parenthood premium is stronger for 
females and it turns positive for older age groups 
and for widowers. Across countries, the sensitivi-
ty of well-being to parenthood is significantly 
related to macroeconomic conditions: The nega-
tive relationship between parenthood and life 
satisfaction is stronger in countries with higher 
GDP per capita or a higher unemployment rate. 

Introduction

Children are arguably one of the most important 
parts of life. Yet despite the importance of 
fertility decisions for households and individu-
als, the literature has only recently started to 
investigate the effects of parenthood on well-be-
ing.1 Quite surprisingly, a number of studies 
indicate that, controlling for economic and 
socio-demographic characteristics, parenthood is 
negatively related to subjective well-being. 

In a recent paper using individual-level data for 
94 countries, Stanca finds that parenthood is 
negatively related to life satisfaction.2 To shed 
light on this puzzling finding, the present paper 
investigates the cross-country distribution of the 
effects of parenthood on subjective well-being, 
using a larger sample of individuals and coun-
tries from the World Values Survey (WVS). We 
focus on how parenthood’s effects on subjective 
well-being at the individual level vary across 
countries throughout the world. This allows us 
to investigate the link between country-level 
socio-economic characteristics and the relation-
ship between parenthood and subjective 
well-being.

The findings indicate a worldwide negative 
relationship between parenthood and life satis-
faction. This relationship is stronger for females, 
turning positive only for older age groups and 
for those who have been widowed. At the coun-
try level, a negative relationship between parent-
hood and life satisfaction is found in 66 percent 
of the countries under investigation. We do not 
find evidence of spatial dependence in the 
cross-country distribution of the effects of 
parenthood on subjective well-being. The nega-
tive effect of parenthood on life satisfaction is 
significantly stronger in countries with a higher 
GDP per capita or a higher unemployment rate. 

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 
discusses the related literature. Sections 3 and 4 
describe the data and methods. Section 5 pres-
ents the results. Section 6 presents conclusions. 

Related Literature

Until recently, the literature on the determi-
nants of happiness has largely neglected the 
role of parenthood.3 Early studies of the rela-
tionship between parenthood and well-being 
include McLanahan and Adams, Umberson, 
and Umberson and Gove.4 More recent studies 
generally obtain mixed findings, which are 
sensitive to the type of data used, the definition 
and measurement of the key variables, and the 
methods of investigation. 

Clark and Oswald5 find that parenthood is not 
associated with well-being in longitudinal 
analyses, once individual fixed effects are con-
trolled for. Nomaguchi and Milkie6 study the 
effects of parenthood on social integration, 
self-esteem, self-efficacy, hours of housework, 
marital conflict, and depression, finding that 
having children can have positive or negative 
effects depending on parents’ social position. 
Tao7 uses data from the Taiwan Panel Study of 
Family Dynamics to study whether an optimal 
number of children exists, and find that the 
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number of children is not significantly related to 
marital happiness. Kohler et al.8 analyze the 
impact of parenthood on well-being using a data 
set of monozygotic twins, thus controlling for 
unobserved characteristics related to genetic 
dispositions. Their findings indicate that the 
first child has a large and positive effect on 
happiness, whereas additional children do not 
affect happiness. Frey and Stutzer9 and Haller 
and Hadler10 find a positive relationship between 
parenthood and well-being. 

Hansen et al.11 explore the effects of parental 
status on a range of psychological well-being 
outcomes, using individual-level data for Nor-
way. Their results indicate that childless women 
report significantly lower life satisfaction and 
self-esteem, whereas motherhood is not related 
to affective well-being. Among men, parental 
status is unrelated to any well-being indicator. 
Angeles12 investigates the effects of having 
children at home on individual happiness, using 
a large panel of British households from 1991 to 
2005. On average, the study finds the number of 
children negatively related to individual happi-
ness, but controlling for individuals’ characteris-
tics, the effect is found to be positive. Aassve et 
al.13 use data from the European Social Survey to 
study the relationship between parenthood and 
happiness across European countries. They find 
a positive and significant association between 
parenthood and subjective well-being. 

More recently, Baetschmann et al.14 investigate 
the relationship between parenthood and life 
satisfaction, focusing on the issue of self-selec-
tion into motherhood. By exploiting the extend-
ed longitudinal dimension of the German 
Socio-Economic Panel, the study finds that 
motherhood is associated with substantial 
positive gains in subjective well-being. In a study 
closely related to the present one, Stanca15 
investigates the effects of parenthood on individ-
ual well-being, using World Values Survey data 
for 94 countries. The results indicate that having 
children is negatively related to subjective 
well-being. Controlling for individual character-

istics can only partially explain this finding. The 
paper shows that the overall negative effect of 
parenthood on well-being can be explained by a 
large adverse impact on financial satisfaction, 
which more than offsets the positive impact on 
non-financial satisfaction. Nelson et al.16 pro-
vides evidence from three studies that aim to 
test parenthood’s effects on different dimen-
sions of well-being. Their results indicate that 
parenthood is associated with higher levels of 
happiness, positive emotion, and meaning in 
life. Yet when Bhargava et al.17 re-examine that 
analysis, they reach the opposite conclusion (see 
also the counter-argument from Nelson et al.).18 
Hank and Wagner19 use pooled cross-sectional 
data from the first two waves of the Survey of 
Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe to 
assess the effects of parenthood on various 
dimensions of well-being in old-age. The results 
indicate that childless individuals do not report 
lower economic, psychological, or social well-be-
ing than parents. Pollmann-Schult20 uses data 
from the German Socio-Economic Panel to 
investigate the role of the cost of raising children 
on the relationship between parenthood and life 
satisfaction. He finds that parenthood has 
substantial positive effects on life satisfaction, 
which are offset by the financial and time costs 
of parenthood. 

Herbst and Ifcher21 examine the relationship 
between parenthood and happiness among US 
individuals, using data from the General Social 
Survey and the DDB Lifestyle Survey. Their 
findings indicate that parents become happier 
over time relative to non-parents, while 
non-parents’ happiness declines absolutely, and 
estimates of the parental happiness gap are 
sensitive to the time-period analyzed. Beja22 
uses individual-level data from the 4th and 5th 
waves of the World Values Survey to disentan-
gle the direct and indirect effects of parenthood 
on happiness. The findings indicate that par-
enthood’s overall impact on happiness is 
generally negative because the negative indirect 
impact more than offsets the positive direct 
effect on happiness. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics, individual-level

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. N  

Life satisfaction 66.98 24.17 10 100 421782  

Happiness 30.48 7.41 10 40 416422  

Parent dummy 0.72 0.45 0 1 406842  

No children 0.28 0.45 0 1 406842  

1 child 0.16 0.37 0 1 406842  

2 children 0.27 0.44 0 1 406842  

3 children 0.14 0.35 0 1 406842  

4 children 0.07 0.25 0 1 406842  

5 children or more 0.08 0.27 0 1 406842  

Income 4.72 2.38 1 10 379297  

Unemployed 0.08 0.28 0 1 416237  

Employment: full-time 0.37 0.48 0 1 416237  

Employment: part-time 0.08 0.27 0 1 416237  

Employment: self-employed 0.10 0.3 0 1 416237  

Employment: other 0.02 0.13 0 1 416237  

Retired 0.13 0.34 0 1 416237  

At home 0.15 0.35 0 1 416237  

Student 0.07 0.26 0 1 416237  

Education, lower 0.31 0.46 0 1 323386  

Education, middle 0.45 0.5 0 1 323386  

Education, upper 0.24 0.43 0 1 323386  

Married 0.58 0.49 0 1 422675  

As married 0.05 0.23 0 1 422675  

Divorced 0.04 0.19 0 1 422675  

Separated 0.02 0.13 0 1 422675  

Widowed 0.07 0.25 0 1 422675  

Single 0.24 0.43 0 1 422675  

Number of children 1.89 1.78 0 20 406842  

Age 41.42 16.47 13 101 423539  

Male 0.48 0.5 0 1 423263  

Survey wave 1 0.08 0.27 0 1 428055  

Survey wave 2 0.15 0.35 0 1 428055  

Survey wave 3 0.17 0.38 0 1 428055  

Survey wave 4 0.23 0.42 0 1 428055  

Survey wave 5 0.20 0.4 0 1 428055  

Survey wave 6 0.17 0.38 0 1 428055  

Source: World Values Survey (2014).
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Data

The source for our micro-level data is the World 
Values Survey (2014), a compilation of surveys 
conducted in more than 100 countries, repre-
senting about 90 percent of the world popula-
tion.23 The WVS provides information on indi-
vidual beliefs about politics, the economy, 
religious, social and ethical topics, personal 
finances, familial and social relationships, 
happiness and life satisfaction. Within each 
country, samples are selected randomly from 
administrative regional units after stratification 
by region and degree of urbanization. Six WVS 
waves are currently available (1981–1984, 1989–
1993, 1994–1998, 1999–2004, 2005–2009, 
2010–2014) for a total of more than 400,000 
individual observations. 

Summary statistics for all the variables in the 
micro-level data set are reported in Table 1. Life 
satisfaction is measured on a 1–10 scale, based 
on the question, “All things considered, how 
satisfied are you with your life as a whole these 
days?”24 Happiness is a four-item ordinal vari-
able, based on the question, “Taking all things 
together, would you say you are: very happy, 
quite happy, not very happy, or not at all happy?” 
Income is measured by self-reported deciles in 
the national distribution of income, so that 
income levels are expressed in relative terms 
and are comparable across countries and indi-
viduals. Unemployment is one item from a full 
set of employment dummies that includes the 
following categories: employed, unemployed, 
retired, student, at home, part-time, full-time, 
and other employment. Educational levels are 
measured by dummy variables for low education 
(inadequately completed or completed elementa-
ry education, incomplete secondary school); 
medium education (completed technical/voca-
tional secondary school, incomplete or complet-
ed university/preparatory secondary school); and 
high education (some university with or without 
degree/higher education). 

 

The data source for the country-level data is the 
World Development Indicators database.25 GDP 
per capita is measured at constant 2000 US 
dollars. Government expenditure is general 
government final consumption expenditure as a 
percentage of GDP. Health expenditure is total 
health expenditure as a percentage of GDP. The 
fertility rate is the average number of children 
born to a woman during her lifetime. Summary 
statistics for all the variables used in the mac-
ro-level analysis are reported in Table 2. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics, country-wave level 

Variable Mean Std. 
Dev. 

Min. Max. N  

Log GDP per capita  8.38 1.42 5.25 10.8 270  

Unemployment rate  9.34 6.34 0.58 36.4 266  

Government spending 
/ GDP  

16.66 5.02 4.53 28.72 264  

Health expenditure / 
GDP  

6.96 2.36 0.01 17.89 258  

Fertility rate  2.21 1.11 1.04 6.71 271  

Source: World Development Indicators, World Bank (2014). 

 
Methods

As in Stanca26, we model the well-being (WB) of 
individual i in country j as being linearly related 
to parenthood status (CH), economic conditions 
(ECO), and socio-demographic factors (SD): 

 	 (1)

where 
ij
 is an individual-specific error term and 


j
 is a country fixed effect that captures the 

characteristics of the external context. 

Well-being is measured with either life satisfac-
tion or happiness. Parenthood is measured with 
either a dummy variable for having children or a 
set of dummy variables for individual num-
ber-of-children categories (between 0 and 5 or 
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more), in order to allow for possible non-linear 
relations. Economic conditions are measured by 
self-reported household income, converted into 
the corresponding decile in the national income 
distribution, and employment status. Socio-de-
mographic characteristics include age, gender, 
marital status, and education level. We control 
for age by using six 10-year age groups (from 
15–24 to 65 and above), to allow for possible 
non-linear relationships. 

The characteristics of the external context are 
controlled for with a set of country dummy 
variables (

j
). The set of regressors also in-

cludes wave-specific dummy variables to ac-
count for heterogeneity across the six WVS 
survey waves. Equation (1) is estimated by 
Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) for life satisfac-
tion and by ordered probit for happiness, to 
take into account the ordinal nature of the 
latter dependent variable. We consider esti-
mates obtained for the whole sample with and 
without controlling for individuals’ socio-demo-
graphic characteristics (age, gender, income, 
employment status, marital status, education). 
Test statistics are based on standard errors 
robust to heteroskedasticity. 

Regarding identification issues, we consider 
reverse causality to be unlikely, given that par-
enthood decisions were generally made several 
years before subjective well-being levels were 
reported. Unobserved heterogeneity is instead 
more likely to be present, as unobservable 
individual characteristics may determine both 
self-reported well-being and decisions about 
parenthood. In the absence of longitudinal data, 
or appropriate instrumental variables for parent-
hood decisions, the causal interpretation of our 
estimates must be taken with care.27 

We then investigate the relationship between 
parenthood and subjective well-being for each 
country in the sample. This allows us to investi-
gate across countries the link between aggregate 
socio-economic conditions and the effect of 

parenthood on subjective well-being. We there-
fore use the estimated sensitivities of life satis-
faction to parenthood as the dependent variable 
in cross-country regressions, where macroeco-
nomic and socio-demographic conditions are 
used as the main explanatory variables.28 We 
consider both country-specific estimates for the 
overall sample and country-wave specific esti-
mates, which provide us with an unbalanced 
panel data set (N=106 countries, T=6 survey 
waves). This allows us to use a fixed-effect 
estimator, to take into account potentially unob-
served heterogeneity in the estimation of the 
macro-level specification. 

Results

We start by presenting results for the overall 
sample, pooling all countries in the sample as a 
benchmark. We also consider estimates obtained 
for the overall sample, controlling for individual 
socio-demographic characteristics, thus focusing 
on sub-samples by age, gender, education, and 
marital status. We then present country-specific 
estimates of the effect of parenthood on life 
satisfaction. Finally, we examine the country-lev-
el determinants of the relationship between 
parenthood and life satisfaction. 

Do Children Make Us Happy?

Table 3 presents OLS estimation results for 
equation (1), using life satisfaction as a depen-
dent variable, based on the whole sample. To 
check the robustness of the results, we consider 
two specifications: one that does not include 
individual characteristics (columns 1–2), and a 
second (columns 3–4) that includes a full set of 
socio-demographic characteristics, as described 
above (gender, age, marital status, education 
level, income decile, employment status). The 
sample size for estimation in the two cases is 
about 400,000 and 340,000 observations, 
respectively. For each of these two specifications, 
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we report estimates obtained by using either a 
single dummy variable for parenthood (columns 
1 and 3) or a set of individual number-of-chil-
dren dummy variables (columns 2 and 4). We 
only report coefficient estimates for parenthood 
variables, as this is the focus of the analysis. 

Table 3. Parenthood and life satisfaction, overall

(1) (2) (3) (4)  

Parenthood 
dummy 

-0.62** -0.57** 

(0.08) (0.13) 

1 child -0.50** -0.71**  

(0.11) (0.15)  

2 children -0.26** -0.62**  

(0.10) (0.15)  

3 children -0.53** -0.44**  

(0.11) (0.16)  

4 children -0.90** -0.18  

(0.15) (0.20)  

5 children and 
more 

-1.79** -0.28  

(0.15) (0.20)  

Individual-level 
controls

No No Yes Yes  

R2 0.16 0.16 0.21 0.21  

Observations 400894 400894 342732 342732  

(Dependent variable: Life satisfaction. OLS estimates, het-
eroskedasticity-robust standard errors reported in brackets. * 
indicates p<0.05, ** indicates p<0.01.)

Consistent with the existing literature, the 
findings indicate that having children is nega-
tively and significantly related to life satisfaction. 
Controlling only for country and survey wave 
fixed effects, the estimated parenthood life 
satisfaction premium is -0.62, statistically 
significant at the one percent level (column 1). 
That is, on a scale between 1 and 100, life satis-
faction is 0.62 lower for those who have chil-
dren than for those who do not. This negative 
premium is virtually unchanged (-0.57), and 
remains strongly significant, when controlling 
for individual socio-demographic characteristics 

(column 3). The results are even more clear-cut 
when we use dummy variables to capture the 
effects of individual number-of-children catego-
ries. When compared with the no-children 
reference group, the life satisfaction of individu-
als with a positive number of children is in all 
cases (1 child to 5 children or more) negative and 
strongly significant (column 2). Controlling for 
individual socio-demographic characteristics 
(column 4), the size of the effect is inversely 
related to the number of children. The negative 
effect is large and significant up to 3 children, 
whereas it is negative but smaller and not 
significant above this threshold. 

Table 4 reports the same set of results for equa-
tion (1) in the overall sample, using happiness as 
a dependent variable and an ordered probit 
estimator. The relationship between parenthood 
and happiness is found to be negative (columns 
1 and 3), but the estimated coefficients (log-odds 
ratios) are not statistically significant. When 
using dummy variables for individual num-
ber-of-children categories, without controlling 
for individual characteristics (column 2), we find 
a positive coefficient for the one-child or 
two-children groups, while the effect is negative 
and significant for the 4-children and the 5-and-
above groups. However, controlling for individu-
al characteristics (column 4), happiness is not 
significantly related to any individual num-
ber-of-children category. 

Table 4. Parenthood and happiness, overall

(1) (2) (3) (4)  

Parenthood 
dummy 

-0.01 -0.00 

(0.00) (0.01) 

1 child 0.02** -0.01  

(0.01) (0.01)  

2 children 0.02** -0.00  

(0.00) (0.01)  

3 children 0.00 0.01  

(0.01) (0.01)  

4 children -0.06** -0.01  
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(1) (2) (3) (4)  

(0.01) (0.01)  

5 children and 
more 

-0.10** 0.01  

(0.01) (0.01)  

Individual-level 
controls

No No Yes Yes  

Pseudo-R2 0.06 0.06 0.08 0.08  

Number of 
observations 

398607 398607 341842 341842  

(Dependent variable: happiness. Ordered Probit estimates, 
heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors reported in brackets. 
* indicates p<0.05, ** indicates p<0.01.)

Let us turn to the role played by personal charac-
teristics such as gender, age, marital status, and 
education level as moderators of the effects of 
parenthood on well-being. Figure 1 compares the 
parenthood life-satisfaction premium by gender. 
Interestingly, the negative relationship between 
parenthood and life satisfaction is stronger for 
females than for males (-0.79 and -0.48, respec-
tively), and the difference is strongly statistically 
significant (p<0.01). 

Figure 1. Parenthood and life satisfaction,  
by gender

 

Figure 2 compares the life-satisfaction parent-
hood premium for different age groups. The 
results clearly indicate that the effect of having 
children on life satisfaction is positively related 
to age. We find a strong and significant negative 
relationship for younger parents (-2.42 and -1.15, 
respectively, for the 15–24 and 25–34 age 
groups), while we find a significant positive 
relationship (1.59) for parents in the over-65 
group. The parenthood coefficient is negative for 
the 35–44 and 45–54 groups and positive for the 
55–64 group, but not statistically significant in 
any of these cases. 

Figure 2. Parenthood and life satisfaction,  
by age group

 

Figure 3 compares the life-satisfaction parent-
hood premium by marital status. Interestingly, 
the estimated coefficient for parenthood is 
positive and significant only for those who have 
been widowed (1.49). It is negative and signifi-
cant for those who are married (-0.4), separated 
(-2.11) or single (-1.40), while negative but not 
significant for those living as married (-0.66) or 
divorced (-0.23). 
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Figure 3. Parenthood and life satisfaction,  
by marital status

Finally, Figure 4 indicates that our finding of a 
negative relationship between parenthood and 
life satisfaction is qualitatively robust when 
estimating equation (1) separately by survey 
wave, to account for possible changes over time. 
The parenthood coefficient is positive (but not 
significant) only in the first wave (1980); it is 
negative in each of the other survey waves. 

Figure 4. Parenthood and life satisfaction, by 
survey wave

Overall, these results confirm, and extend to a 
worldwide sample, the finding that ceteris 
paribus, life satisfaction is higher on average 
among those without children. No clear-cut 
relationship is found between parenthood and 

happiness. The negative life-satisfaction premi-
um for parenthood in the overall sample is 
larger for females, and turns positive only for 
older age groups and for widowers. 

Where?

Table 5 reports results for equation (1) by country. 
The estimated coefficients for the life-satisfaction 
premium of parenthood range from a minimum 
of -6.82 to a maximum of 5.12. Out of the 105 
countries in the estimation sample, 36 display 
positive coefficients, which are statistically 
significant only in 9 cases. The five countries 
displaying the largest life-satisfaction premia to 
parenthood are Montenegro (5.12), China (4.85), 
Kyrgyzstan (4.64), Taiwan (3.70), and Vietnam 
(3.13). At the other extreme, the five countries 
displaying the largest negative parenthood 
premia are Macedonia (-6.82), Tunisia (-4.71), 
Libya (-3.87), Jordan (-3.71), and Zimbabwe (-3.51). 

Table 5. Parenthood and Life Satisfaction, by 
country

Rank Country Coeff. t-stat 

1 Montenegro 5.12 3.48

2 China 4.85 3.95

3 Kyrgyzstan 4.64 3.39

4 Taiwan 3.70 2.46

5 Viet Nam 3.13 2.13

6 Guatemala 2.86 1.63

7 Kazakstan 2.53 1.76

8 Kuwait 2.09 1.20

9 New Zealand 2.03 1.83

10 Morocco 1.92 1.38

11 Saudi Arabia 1.88 1.03

12 Estonia 1.64 1.68

13 Latvia 1.62 1.36

14 Venezuela 1.60 1.12

15 Bangladesh 1.59 1.09

16 Slovenia 1.58 1.30

17 Cyprus 1.52 1.10
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Rank Country Coeff. t-stat 

18 Portugal 1.45 0.91

19 Singapore 1.41 1.27

20 Belgium 1.28 1.20

21 Sweden 0.98 1.12

22 Hong Kong 0.98 0.70

23 Pakistan 0.96 0.82

24 Russian Fed. 0.82 0.90

25 Ireland 0.76 0.58

26 Hungary 0.71 0.56

27 Indonesia 0.68 0.48

28 El Salvador 0.64 0.37

29 Ukraine 0.51 0.47

30 Australia 0.31 0.35

31 Mali 0.25 0.14

32 Palestine 0.22 0.10

33 Norway 0.17 0.17

34 Netherlands 0.15 0.19

35 Belarus 0.08 0.07

36 Rwanda 0.06 0.05

37 Czech Republic -0.02 -0.01

38 India -0.03 -0.03

39 Serbia -0.05 -0.04

40 Yemen -0.05 -0.03

41 Greece -0.09 -0.05

42 Bulgaria -0.11 -0.08

43 United States -0.17 -0.23

44 Dominican Rep. -0.17 -0.08

45 Denmark -0.18 -0.16

46 Austria -0.22 -0.18

47 Moldova -0.24 -0.19

48 United Kingdom -0.27 -0.31

49 Spain -0.30 -0.34

50 France -0.33 -0.29

51 Colombia -0.36 -0.38

52 Armenia -0.36 -0.25

53 Canada -0.41 -0.48

54 Nigeria -0.42 -0.38

55 Switzerland -0.47 -0.47

56 Algeria -0.48 -0.32

Rank Country Coeff. t-stat 

57 Andorra -0.49 -0.39

58 Finland -0.51 -0.54

59 Ecuador -0.63 -0.49

60 Iraq -0.68 -0.58

61 Iran -0.77 -0.67

62 Zambia -0.77 -0.54

63 Azerbaijan -0.93 -0.66

64 Ghana -0.95 -0.77

65 Iceland -0.95 -0.83

66 Uganda -0.96 -0.56

67 Italy -0.96 -0.86

68 South Korea -1.00 -0.72

69 Mexico -1.21 -1.25

70 Argentina -1.21 -1.01

71 Germany -1.22 -1.68

72 Bosnia-Her. -1.29 -1.08

73 Egypt -1.29 -1.17

74 Uzbekistan -1.33 -0.83

75 Thailand -1.37 -0.90

76 Uruguay -1.44 -1.30

77 Croatia -1.44 -0.95

78 Turkey -1.47 -1.43

79 Ethiopia -1.52 -1.16

80 Peru -1.69 -1.46

81 Lebanon -1.73 -1.02

82 Japan -1.83 -1.87

83 Slovakia -1.91 -1.49

84 Puerto Rico -1.94 -1.41

85 Brazil -1.95 -1.65

86 Lithuania -2.00 -1.38

87 Luxembourg -2.04 -1.32

88 Malaysia -2.14 -1.60

89 South Africa -2.14 -2.44

90 Philippines -2.22 -1.57

91 Romania -2.25 -2.23

92 Trinidad-Tobago -2.31 -1.98

93 Malta -2.39 -1.57

94 Georgia -2.42 -1.44

95 Tanzania -2.53 -1.42
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Rank Country Coeff. t-stat 

96 Burkina Faso -2.56 -1.65

97 Chile -2.65 -2.60

98 Albania -2.66 -1.50

99 Poland -2.68 -2.29

100 Qatar -3.07 -1.99

101 Zimbabwe -3.51 -2.53

102 Jordan -3.71 -2.34

103 Libya -3.87 -2.63

104 Tunisia -4.71 -2.55

105 Macedonia -6.82 -4.18

Source: World Values Survey (2014). 

The estimated parenthood premia reported in 
Table 5 are mapped geographically in Figure 5. 
The spatial representation indicates a clustering 
of large parenthood premia in Asia (China, 
Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan). Relatively smaller 
(and negative) parenthood premia are observed 
in Western Europe, Africa, and Latin America. 
These clustering patterns, however, turn out not 
be statistically significant when testing for 
spatial correlation. We do not find evidence of 
spatial dependence in the cross-country distribu-
tion of the effects of parenthood on well-being, 
using either a spatial lag or a spatial error model, 
even after accounting for differences in aggre-
gate economic and social conditions.29 

Figure 5. Parenthood and life satisfaction, world

 

Figure 6 takes a closer look at estimated parent-
hood premia for European countries. A cluster-
ing of positive and large parenthood premia is 
generally observed in Northern Europe (Estonia 
1.64, Latvia 1.62, Sweden 0.98, and Norway 
0.17) and former Soviet Union countries (Rus-
sian Federation 0.82, Ukraine 0.51, and Belarus 
0.08). Negative and relatively large parenthood 
premia are observed in Poland (-2.68), Albania 
(-2.66), Romania (-2.25), and Turkey (-1.47). 

Figure 6. Parenthood and life satisfaction, Europe

 
 

 
Why?

Table 6 reports results obtained by regressing 
the country-specific sensitivities of life-satisfac-
tion to parenthood, reported in Table 5, on 
indicators of macroeconomic and social condi-
tions. We focus in particular on GDP per capita, 
unemployment rate, government spending 
relative to GDP, health expenditure relative to 
GDP, and fertility rate. We consider three 
alternative specifications. The first (column 1) 
takes countries as the unit of analysis, thus 
focusing on averages for the entire time span. 
The second and third specifications (columns 
2-3) focus instead on country-wave specific 
observations, thus resulting in an (unbalanced) 
panel data structure (N=106 countries, T=6 
survey waves). 
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Table 6. Determinants of parenthood life satis-
faction premium

(1)  
Cross-sec-

tion 

(2)  
Panel - OLS 

(3)  
Panel - FE  

Log GDP per 
capita 

-1.19* -1.73** -2.65** 

(0.56) (0.53) (0.65)  

Unemployment 
rate 

-0.16* -0.22* -0.29*  

(0.08) (0.09) (0.12)  

Government 
spending / GDP

0.04 0.27 0.48  

(0.07) (0.17) (0.39)  

Health 
expenditure / 
GDP

0.02 0.14 0.70*  

(0.14) (0.11) (0.34)  

Fertility rate -1.15* -1.96** 0.76  

(0.48) (0.44) (0.90)  

R2 0.44 0.33 0.23  

Number of 
observations

100 235 235  

Dependent variable: sensitivity of life satisfaction to parenthood.

As shown in Table 6, the coefficient for GDP per 
capita is negative and strongly significant in all 
three specifications. This indicates that the 
micro-level relationship between parenthood 
and life satisfaction is more strongly negative (or 
less strongly positive) in richer countries. The 
effect of parenthood on life satisfaction is also 
negatively related to the unemployment rate. 
Interestingly, the coefficients for government 
spending and health expenditure are not statisti-
cally significant. The coefficient for the fertility 
rate is negative and significant in the cross-sec-
tional and pooled specifications, but positive and 
not significant when using a fixed-effect estima-
tor (column 3). 

Overall, these findings indicate that macroeco-
nomic conditions primarily account for the 
cross-country distribution of the micro-level 
sensitivity of well-being to parenthood. Having 

children is worth less, in terms of subjective 
well-being, in richer countries and in countries 
where the unemployment rate is higher. 

Concluding Remarks

Despite growing interest in parenthood’s effects 
on well-being, the existing evidence is not 
conclusive. Previous studies have found differ-
ent effects of parenthood on well-being, depend-
ing on the type of data used, the definition and 
measurement of the key variables, and the 
methods of investigation. To shed light on these 
findings, we investigated the relationship be-
tween parenthood and well-being based on 
individual-level worldwide data, with a focus on 
how the effects of parenthood on subjective 
well-being vary across countries. 

Our findings indicate that the relationship 
between parenthood and life satisfaction is 
generally negative throughout the world. The 
parenthood life-satisfaction gap is stronger for 
females, and turns positive only for older age 
groups and for widows and widowers. Within 
countries, a negative relationship between 
parenthood and life satisfaction is found in 66 
percent of the countries under investigation. 
Across countries, the negative effect of parent-
hood on life satisfaction is significantly stronger 
in countries with higher GDP per capita or a 
higher unemployment rate. These findings 
indicate that, on the one hand, having children 
is valued less, in terms of life satisfaction, in 
countries where the opportunity cost of time is 
higher.30 On the other hand, worse labor market 
conditions enhance the adverse effects of parent-
hood’s financial and time costs.31 
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1.  �See, e.g., Hansen (2012), Kravdal (2014), Nelson et al. 
(2014a) for recent comprehensive reviews.

2.  �Stanca (2012).

3.  ��See Di Tella and MacCulloch (2006), Blanchflower (2008), 
Dolan et al. (2008) for comprehensive reviews.

4.  �McLanahan and Adams (1987); Umberson (1989); 
Umberson and Gove (1989).

5.  �Clark and Oswald (2002).

6.  �Nomaguchi and Milkie (2003).

7.  �Tao (2005).

8.  �Kohler et al. (2005).

9.  �Frey and Stutzer (2006).

10.  �Haller and Hadler (2006).

11.  �Hansen et al. (2009).

12.  �Angeles (2010).

13.  �Aassve et al. (2012).

14.  �Baetschmann et al. (2012).

15.  �Stanca (2012).

16.  �Nelson et al. (2013).

17.  �Bhargava et al. (2014).

18.  �See also the counter-argument in Nelson et al. (2014b).

19.  �Hank and Wagner (2014).

20.  �Pollmann-Schult (2014).

21.  �Herbst and Ifcher (2015).

22.  �Beja (2015).

23.  �World Values Survey (2014).

24.	 �The original variable on a scale 1 (dissatisfied)  
to 10 (satisfied) was multiplied by 10 in order to  
ease interpretation of regression results.

25.  �World Bank (2014).

26.  �Stanca (2012).

27.  �Clark and Oswald (2002).

28.  �See, e.g., Lewis and Linzer (2005), Hornstein and Greene 
(2012) for a discussion of regression models in which 
estimated coefficients are used as dependent variables.

29.  �See Stanca (2010).

30.  �See also Stanca (2010).

31.  �Pollmann-Schult (2014).



W O R L D  H A P P I N E S S  R E P O R T  2 0 1 6  |  S P E C I A L  R O M E  E D I T I O N

101

References

Aassve, A., Goisis, A., & Sironi, M. (2012). Happiness and 
childbearing across Europe. Social Indicators Research, 108, pp. 
65–86. 

Angeles, L. (2010). Children and Life Satisfaction. Journal of 
Happiness Studies, 11(4), 523–538. 

Bhargava, S., Kassam, K. S., & Loewenstein, G. (2014). A 
reassessment of the defense of parenthood. Psychological 
Science, 25, pp. 299–302. 

Baetschmann, G., Staub, K., & Studer, R. (2012). Does the 
Stork Deliver Happiness? Parenthood and Life Satisfaction 
(Working Paper Series No. 94). Zurich, Switzerland: Universi-
ty of Zurich, Department of Economics. 

Beja, E. (2015). Direct and indirect impacts of parenthood on 
happiness. International Review of Economics, 62(4), 307–318. 

Blanchflower, D. (2008). International evidence on well-being 
(NBER Working Paper No. 14318)

Clark, A., & Oswald, A. (2002). Well-being in panels (Unpub-
lished Manuscript). Department of Economics, University of 
Warwick. 

Di Tella, R., & MacCulloch, R. (2006). Some uses of happi-
ness data in economics. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 20, 
pp. 25–46. 

Di Tella, R., MacCulloch, R., & Oswald, A. (2003). The 
macroeconomics of happiness. Review of Economics and 
Statistics, 85, pp. 809–827. 

Dolan, P., Peasgood, T., & White, M. (2008). Do we really 
know what makes us happy? A review of the economic 
literature on the factors associated with subjective well-being. 
Journal of Economic Psychology, 29, pp. 94–122. 

Frey, B., & Stutzer, A. (2006). Does marriage make people 
happy or do happy people get married? The Journal of 
Socio-Economics, 35, pp. 326–347. 

Haller, M., & Hadler, M. (2006). How social relations and 
structures can produce happiness and unhappiness: An 
international comparative analysis. Social Indicators Research, 
75, pp. 169–216.

Hank, K., & Wagner, M. (2014). Parenthood, marital status, 
and well-being in later life: Evidence from share. Social 
Indicators Research, 114, pp. 639–653. 

Hansen, T. (2012). Parenthood and happiness: A review of 
folk theories versus empirical evidence. Social Indicators 
Research, 108, pp. 29–64. 

Hansen, T., Slagsvold, B., & Moum, T. (2009). Childlessness 
and psychological well-being in midlife and old age: An 
examination of parental status effects across a range of 
outcomes. Social Indicators Research, 94, pp. 343–362. 

Herbst, C., & Ifcher, J. (2015). The increasing happiness of US 
parents. Review of Economics of the Household, pp. 1–23. 

Hornstein, A., & Greene, W. 2012. Usage of an estimated 
coefficient as a dependent variable. Economics Letters, 116(3), 
316–318, 

Kohler, H., Behrman, J., & Skytthe, A. (2005). Partner + 
children = happiness? The effects of partnerships and fertility 
on well-being. Population and Development Review, 31, 407–445. 

Kravdal, O. (2014). The estimation of fertility effects on 
happiness: Even more difficult than usually acknowledged. 
European Journal of Population, 30(3), 263–290. 

Lewis, J., & Linzer, D. (2005). Estimating regression models 
in which the dependent variable is based on estimates. 
Political Analysis, 13, pp. 345–364. 

McLanahan, S., & Adams, J. (1987). Parenthood and psycho-
logical well-being. Annual Review of Sociology, 13, pp. 237–257. 

Nelson, S. K., Kushlev, K., English, T., Dunn, E. W., & 
Lyubomirsky, S. (2013). In defense of parenthood: Children 
are associated with more joy than misery. Psychological Science, 
24, pp. 3–10. 

Nelson S. K., Kushlev K., & Lyubomirsky S. (2014a). The pains 
and pleasures of parenting: When, why, and how is parent-
hood associated with more or less well-being? Psychological 
Bulletin, 140(3), 846–895. 

Nelson, S., Kushlev, K., English, T., Dunn, E., & Lyubomirsky, 
S. (2014b). Parents are slightly happier than nonparents, but 
causality still cannot be inferred: A reply to Bhargava, Kassam, 
and Loewenstein (2014). Psychological Science, pp. 303–304 

Nomaguchi, K., & Milkie, M. (2003). Costs and rewards of 
children: The effects of becoming a parent on adults’ lives. 
Journal of Marriage and Family, 65, pp. 356–374. 

Pollmann-Schult, M. (2014). Parenthood and life satisfaction: 
Why don’t children make people happy? Journal of Marriage 
and Family, 76(2), 319–336. 

Stanca, L. (2010). The geography of economics and happiness: 
Spatial patterns in the effects of economic conditions on 
well-being. Social Indicators Research, 99(1), 115–133. 

Stanca, L. (2012). Suffer the little children: Measuring the 
effects of parenthood on well-being worldwide. Journal of 
Economic Behavior and Organization, 81(3), 742–750. 

Tao, H. (2005). The effects of income and children on marital 
happiness: Evidence from middle- and old-aged couples. 
Applied Economics Letters, 12, pp. 521–24. 



102

Umberson, D. (1989). Parenting and well-being: The impor-
tance of context. Journal of Family Issues, 10, pp. 427–439. 

Umberson, D., & Gove, W. (1989). Parenthood and psycholog-
ical well-being: Theory, measurement, and stage in the family 
life course. Journal of Family Issues, 10, pp. 440–462. 

Van Praag, B., Frijters, P., & Ferrer-i-Carbonell, A. (2003). The 
anatomy of subjective well-being. Journal of Economic Behavior 
and Organization, 51, pp. 29–49. 

World Bank. (2014). World Development Indicators 2014. ISBN: 
0-8213-7386-2 

World Values Survey Association. (2014). European and world 
values surveys six-wave  integrated data file. 1981–2014. 



W O R L D  H A P P I N E S S  R E P O R T  2 0 1 6  |  S P E C I A L  R O M E  E D I T I O N

103


